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The following analysis focuses on identifying the main factors that explain why some people (and their families) are more exposed to social vulnerability than others. That is, it seeks to determine what social, economic and institutional factors account for the different degrees of social vulnerability present in a population. As we have already seen in Chapter 9, social vulnerability is not equally distributed in Western European countries. Can we identify which factors shape this uneven distribution? If social vulnerability is a relatively new phenomenon, is its unequal distribution coherent with more traditional forms of social inequality? Is social class a good predictor of social vulnerability? To what extent and how does the welfare state successfully reduce the impact of the new social risks on the most vulnerable groups in the population? Which welfare regimes seem to perform better in protecting the population against social vulnerability? These are the main questions addressed in this chapter.
Because social vulnerability is closely related to the life chances and material living standards of individuals and families, we argue that the relationship of people with income-generating mechanisms is the main factor likely to affect their social vulnerability. From this perspective, one would expect it to be the position of individuals in the social stratification structure that mainly determines their exposure to vulnerability. This was especially true in industrial societies, where the social chances of individuals essentially depended on their position in the labour market and the occupational structure was organized in accordance with relatively stable rules and hierarchical principles. The professional status of people and their employment relationships were the basic elements affecting the material living standards of most of the population.
In post-industrial societies, however, both professional status and employment relations seem to have lost ground as predictors of living standards. First, opacity and flexibility have increasingly characterized the labour market and employment relations, making careers much more dependent on individual capabilities and strategies than before (Sennett, 1998) . Secondly, consumption patterns and lifestyles not directly related to the occupational position of individuals have gained importance in the population, because work is no longer the sole source of individual and collective identity (Bourdieu, 1979; Melucci, 1996) . This is not to imply that social class is disappearing as a social determinant of people's material conditions (Goldthorpe, 1987; Crompton, 1993) . However, it is increasingly clear that, in a knowledge society, access to social chances (and protection against the most widespread risks) is crucially determined by the cultural capital of individuals as well as by their capacity to mobilize and expand their skills (or to use them adequately in order to cope with risk situations) (Sen, 1985) . It is therefore likely that social vulnerability in contemporary Western European societies is influenced not only by the traditional social stratification of the population, but also by the extent to which people belonging to successive generations are able to use their cultural capital in order to achieve social goals or to protect themselves (and their families) against emergent social risks.
The position of individuals in the social stratification structure and their level of education (compared to the average level of education in the generation to which they belong) are therefore the two crucial structural factors affecting social vulnerability, if we consider the labour market to be the basic mechanism by which material resources are distributed in contemporary societies. As many authors have shown, however, social opportunities and protection against social risks are also distributed through the intervention of the welfare state. According to comparative political economy theory (Esping-Andersen, 1990), the uneven exposure of the Western European
